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THIS  IS  A  MEMPHIS  STATE  UNIVERSITY  ORAL  HISTORY  RESEARCH  OFFICE  PROJECT. 
THIS  IS  AN  INTERVIEW  WITH  WILLIAM  B.  CLARK  SENIOR  ABOUT  HIS  CONTRIBUTIONS 
AND  THOUGHTS  ON  MEMPHIS.   THE  DATE  IS  NOVEMBER  30,  1984.   THE  LOCATION  IS 
THE  OFFICE  OF  WILLIAM  CLARK  SENIOR.   TRANSCRIBED  BY  CONNIE  WILLIAMS. 


MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 


Starting  out,  were  you  born  here  in  Memphis? 

Born  in  Memphis,  yes. 

Raised  here  in  Memphis  all  of  your  life? 

Raised  here,  yes. 

Tell  me  something  about  your  childhood. 

Well,  I  went  to  Christian  Brothers  High  School. 

It  was  called  Christian  Brothers  College  at  the 
time  and  graduated  there.   Then  I  later  went  to  the  University  of  Memphis  Law 
School  at  night  and  secured  a  law  degree. 


MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 

MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 


Did  you  practice  law  after  you  got  out? 

No.   I  had  no  idea  of  practicing  law.   I  was  in 

the  real  estate  business,  (laughing) 

After  you  graduated  from  college  with  your  law 

degree.  .  . 

Well  I  was  working  then. 

You  were  working?  Who  did  you  work  for? 

Worked  for  myself. 

So  you  just  started  out.  .  .  (laughing) 

Yes.  (laughing)   In  the  real  estate  business. 
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MISS  WILLIAMS:  So  you  had  a  law  degree  but  you  just  went  ahead 

and  started  out  in  real  estate. 
Well,  I  took  the  law  degree  because  I  thought  I 
needed  a  little  additional  education. 
Yes,  O.K.   How  did  you  get  started  in  the  real 
estate  business? 

My  father  had  a  piece  of  acreage  down  here  on 
Mitchell  Road  that  he  wanted  to  develop  as  a 

subdivision.   I  went  to  work  on  it. 


MR.  CLARK: 


MISS  WILLIAMS 


MR.  CLARK: 


MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 


By  yourself? 

Yes. 

No  help  from  your  Dad? 

Well,  I  had  some  help  from  him  as  far  as  instructions 

Yes.  .  . 

and  that  sort  of  thing. 

You're  one  of  the  most  prominent  men  in  Memphis. 

What  are  some  other  involvements  besides  real 
estate  that  you  are  in  at  the  present? 
MR.  CLARK:  At  the  present  time  we  did  develop  the  Clark  Tower 

and  this  building  the  White  Station  Tower.   We  have 
since  sold  the  Clark  Tower  several  months  ago.   My  son  is  in  partners  with  me 
here  as  well  as  my  two  grandsons.   We're  developing  some  apartment  land 
getting  ready  to  start  another  project,  apartment  project,  presently. 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  Where  is  that  going  to  be  located? 

MR.  CLARK:  That  will  be  located  on  Kirby  Road  just  south  of 

Mendenhall. 
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MISS  WILLIAMS:  Is  that  the  most  important  thing  to  you  right  now, 

the  building  of  that  or  are  there  other  things 
more  important? 
MR.  CLARK:  Well,  I  think  that's  probably  one  of  the  most 

important.   We're  working  on  the  plans  presently 
and  trying  to  get  an  estimate  up  on  the  cost. 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  Right.   How  do  you  feel  that  what  you're  doing  now 

is  contributing  to  the  growth  of  Memphis? 
MR.  CLARK:  We  feel  that  there's  a  need  in  Memphis  for  some 

good  apartments.   We're  trying  to  fulfill  that 
need  or  contribute  to  toward  fulfilling  it. 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  We've  been  involved  in  a  lot  of  international  type 

things  here  in  Memphis  like  the  bringing  of  all  the 
Egyptian  artifacts  and  the  Japanese  festivals  we've  been  having.   Do  you  feel 
like  Memphis  will  be  involved  internationally  further? 
MR.  CLARK:  I'm  very,  very  much  interested  and  optimistic  about 

the  growth  of  Memphis  in  the  future.   I  think  that 
its'  location  in  so  far  as  the  surrounding  farmland  makes  it  real  important 
from  that  aspect  as  well  as  being  on  the  Mississippi  River.   It  is  centrally 
located  so  far  as  the  southeast  is  concerned 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  Well,  are  you  involved  in  any  of  the  international 

affairs  that  are  going  on  now? 
MR.  CLARK:  No,  no. 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  No.   Have  you  ever  been  involved? 

MR.  CLARK:  No. 
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MISS  WILLIAMS:  No.   Well  let  me  put  it  this  way.   What  does  it 

feel  like  to  know  that  with  the  building  of  Clark 

Tower  you  changed  the  whole  skyline  of  Memphis? 

MR.  CLARK:  Actually  the  Clark  Tower  only  added  to  it.   This 

is  the  first  building  that  was  built  out  here. 

I  picked  up  a  newspaper  article  here  that  sort  of  describes  our  part  in  that 

you  might  look  over.   It  will  give  you  some  information  on  that. 


MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 


MISS  WILLIAMS 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS 


So  you  feel  like  it  has  just  added  to  it? 

Well  it's  in  the  line  of  growth  with  the  city  of 

Memphis.   That's  the  way  I  feel  about  it. 

How  many  stories  does  the  Clark  Tower  have? 

Thirty-three. 

Has  your  office  ever  been  over  there? 

No. 

It's  always  been  here.   I  was  told  that  when  you 

were  building  or  after  it  was  built  that  some 
New  York  architects  had  to  come  down  and  measure  the  accuracy  of  the  building, 
Is  that  true? 

I  think  that's  true. 
:  Was  it  built  by  a  plumb  line?   I  heard  it  was 

measured  with  a  plumb  line. 

Yes  that's  right. 

How  did  you  do  that?   How  was  that  done? 

Well,  it's  a  little  intricate  but  we  carried  a 

plumb  line  up  through  the  entire  building  as  we 
were  framing  it.   That  was  in  a  cut  out  on  one  of  the  floors. 


MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
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MISS  WILLIAMS:  I  was  told  that  you  measured  it  according  to  a 

railroad  back  across  the  street. 
MR.  CLARK:  Well,  the  engineering  was  done  of  course  by 

professional  engineers  and  that  had  bench  marks  to 
work  from. 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  I  thought  that  was  interesting  because  when  I  was 

told  that  I  didn't  know  they  did  things  with 
plumb  lines  still,  (laughing) 
MR.  CLARK:  (laughing) 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  That's  very  interesting.   When  you  drive  down  the 

street  though  most  of  the  time  the  most  prominent 
thing  you  notice  on  the  building  is  the  flag  that's  on  the  top.   I  understand 
that  you  got  an  award  for  patriotism  for  putting  that  flag  up  there.   Who  was 
that  from? 
MR.  CLARK:  Well  we  had  several  awards  on  account  of  the  flag 

and  frankly  we've  got  to  give  credit  to  Mayor  Henry 
Loeb,  former  Mayor  Henry  Loeb, f or  the  fact  that  the  flag  is  up  there.   We  had 
an  opening  for  that  building  when  it  was  topped  out.   The  topping  out  opening. 
He  was  good  enough  to  lend  us  a  flag  that  was  owned  by  the  city.   Which  was 
the  largest  flag  in  Memphis,  24  by  38  feet.   We  draped  it  on  the  side  of  the 
building.   When  we  returned  it  to  him  he  wanted  to  know  why  we  didn't  put  a 
flag  up  there.   We  thought  it  was  a  real  good  idea  and  we  explored  it.   We 
did  the  engineering  on  it  and  proceeded  with  it.   We  think  it  was  one  of  the 
things  that  has  given  that  building  a  more  institutional  advertising  than 
anything  that  we  could  have  done.   It's  been  favorable. 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  That's  not  the  same  flag. 
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MR.  CLARK: 

MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

like  to  deep  sea  fish. 

MR.  CLARK: 

MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 

MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 


No,  no.   That  flag  has  to  be  changed  oh,  six, 
eight,  ten  times  a  year  depending  on  the  weather. 
Do  you  know  what  the  wind  speed  is  up  there? 
No.   It  varies  a  good  deal. 

I  know  you're  constantly  busy  all  the  time  but 
everybody  has  recreational  outlets.   I  heard  you 


Yes  I  do. 

Is  that  your  sword  fish  downstairs  in  the  lobby? 

No. 

No? 

That's  a  picture  (of  some)  of  a  deep  sea  fishing 

trip  that  I  took  over  in  the  Bahamas.   Ed  Sherman 
went  with  us  on  one  of  those  trips  with  Jack  Cole  who  is  since  deceased  but 
he  was  a  very  close  friend  of  Ed's. 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  Where  are  the  best  places  to  fish?  (laughing) 

MR.  CLARK:  (laughing)  Well,  there's  a  big  difference  of  opinion 

about  that.   Frankly  we  found  that  the  Bahamas  is 
extremely  good  at  times.   I've  fished  a  lot  off  the  west  coast  of  Mexico  for 
Marian  and  that's  very  good. 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  Do  you  feel  like  that's  the  best  fish  to  eat? 

MR.  CLARK:  We  don't  eat  them,  (laughing) 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  You  don't  eat  them?  (laughing)   What  do  you  do  with 

them? 
MR.  CLARK:  (laughing)  We  turn  them  loose,  (laughing) 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  You  just  catch  them  for  sport. 
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MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 

up  here. 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 
MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

You  own  a  lot  of  land, 
building  of  Clark  Tower 


Yes. 

I  know  you've  got  a  yacht.   Is  it  as  big  as  the 

President's  or  is  it  bigger? 

Oh  no,  no.   It's  just  a  fishing  boat. 

Just  a  fishing  boat! 

(laughing) 

Tell  me  about  the  yacht.   I'd  like  to  know  about 

the  yacht. 

Not  a  great  deal  to  tell  you  about  it.   It's  a 

boat  that  I  had  down  in  Florida  and  I  brought  it 

How  did  you  get  it  up  here? 

We  came  up  the  river  with  it. 

That's  a  long  way  too.   How  often  do  you  go  out 

on  your  yacht? 

Very,  very  seldom. 

Don't  have  time?  (laughing) 

Well,  I  don't  make  time. 

Don't  make  time,  (laughing) 

(laughing) 

Are  you  considered  a  millionaire? 

Well  some  people  might  think  that  I  was.  (laughing) 

(laughing)  You  are  wealthy  and  you  own  several 

buildings.  You  are  very  involved  with  real  estate. 
You  have  made  lots  of  contributions  to  Memphis  with  the 
and  the  buying  up  of  land  and  starting  new  apartments 
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and  things  like  that  which  I  feel  like  is  contributing  to  the  growth  out 

(the  eastern)  direction  of  Memphis. 

MR.  CLARK:  Well  we  feel  like  it  has. 

MISS  WILLIAMS:  If  you  had  one  or  two  things  that  you  could  just 

really  contemplate  on,  what  would  you  like  to  be 
most  remembered  by?  After  all  that  you  have  done  what  would  you  most  like 
to  be  remembered  by? 
MR.  CLARK:  That's  sort  of  a  tough  question,  (laughing)   Well, 

I  think  that  I  would  like  to  be  remembered  as 
having  been  a  compassionate  person  and  fair  in  my  dealings.   That  sort  of  thing, 
MISS  WILLIAMS:  So  Instead  of  being  remembered  as  being  the  builder 

and  developer  of  a  lot  of  things  you  would  rather 
be  remembered  as  what  type  of  man  you  were? 


MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 

MR.  CLARK: 
MISS  WILLIAMS: 


I  think  so. 

That's  good.   That's  real  good.   Anything  else  you 

would  like  to  add? 

I  don't  know  of  anything  else,  (laughing) 

Well  I  appreciate  your  time  and  thank  you  for 

doing  the  interview  with  me. 

You  are  more  than  welcome. 

Thank  you. 


if 


The  Gamble  On  'The  Hogback' 


WHEN  Wllllum  B.  Clurk  started 
talking  about  putting  up  (hut 
big  building  out  there  on  what  he 
calls  the  "Hogbuck  of  Memphis,"  a 
lot  of  people  tuld  licM  lose  his 
shirt. 

Bat  he  went  uheud  und  built  the 
23-story  White  Station  Tower.  And 
although  even  he  thought  it  would 
tuke  five  years  to  lease  ull  the 
office  space  (266,000  square  feet), 
it  was  60  per  cent  rented  when  the 
building  was  only  40  per  cent  built. 
Now  it's  full. 

The  building  is  a  success  and  In 
the  prpcess  It  has  changed  the 
skyline  of  East  Memphis. 

"It  was  a  whale  of  a  gamble  to 
build  a  building  that  big,"  sayi 
another  Memphis  builder.  "Frank- 
ly, I  thought  he  was  foolish." 

THE  TOWER  COST  J8.750.000. 
but  as  It  turns  out  (hut  wus  only 
the  beginning  of  Mr.  Clark's  gam- 
ble. Recently,  he  unnounced  he'll 
build  a  31-story  tower  —  at  a  cost 
of  12  million  dollurs  —  to  the 
southeast  of  the  present  one.  Be- 
sides that,  he  hus  pluns  for  a 
shopping  mall  with  500.000  square 
feet  In  connection  with  the  new 
tower.  The  mall  will  cost  another 
12  million  dollan. 

The  fact  that  the  first  gamble 
paid  off  so  handsomely  is  the 
reason  Mr.  Clark  had  a  smile  on 
his  face  the  other  day  when  he  and 
a  couple  of  people  who  have 
worked  for  him  a  long  time  — 
since  before  he  was  a  millionaire 
—  were  talking  in  his  office. 

Even  the  Kodiuk  bear  was  smil- 
ing. It  takes  up  a  9-  by  9-foot  place 
on  the  floor  of  his  baronial  office 
on  the  22nd  floor  of  the  tower  Mr. 
Clark  shot  It  In  Alaska  In  1952  and 
his  secretaries  say  It  "makes  you 
feel  eerie  to  walk  on  It." 

There  also  are  deer  and  antelope 
heads  on  the  walnut  walls,  tro- 
phies of  other  hunts.  And  there  Is  • 
gun  cabinet  at  one  end. 

But  Mr.  Clark  doesn't  count 
himself  III  a  great  hunter  —  "I* 
went  hunting  und  sometimes  I  was 
lucky  enough  to  get  something." 
What  he  does  count  himself  as  Is  a 
builder. 

THE  PLACE  he  does  his  building 
Is  known  us  Eust  Memphis  to  most 
people  He's  been  culling  it  'The 
MiimIi  ii  k'      lin  i-    ti>-    stinted    doing 


"When  I  came  oul  here,  It  was 
big.  wide  open  Country,"  he  \uys. 
"It  was  the  hogback  between  Non- 
connah  Creek  and  lite  Wolf  River. 
When  they  overflowed,  it  didn't 
flood  That  was  the  <tux  of  It  from 
the  standpoint  of  desirability." 

Mr.  Clark  reckons  he's  built 
about  1.000  homes  —  most  in  Eakt 
Memphis. 

"Once  I  had  the  housing  market 
cornered  in  Memphis,"  he  says. 
"The  bank  wasn't  too  happy  about 
it.  We  had  250  houses  built  but 
unsold.  We  sold  them,  but  It  was 
tough." 

Ray  Evans,  building  munuger  of 
the  tower,  has  been  with  Mr. 
Clark  for  22  years. 

"He'd  gotten  tired  of  home  build- 
ing," said  Mr.  Evans.  "There 
were  too  many  builders  I  had 
some  houses  of  my  own  and  when 
he  got  ready  to  build  the  tower  he 
came  to  me  und  suid  I  didn't  have 
to  sluv  with  him. 

"I  figured,  'what  the  heck,'  I'd 
been  with  him  this  long  I  might  as 
well  stick  around  But  I  told  him. 
'I  hope  we  aren't  building  a  monu- 
ment to  ourselves.'  People  said  he 
was  nuts,  but  he  knew  what  he 
was  doing." 

Mjss  Hazel  Blunton,  general  of- 
fice manager  and  an  emol/'ve  of 
Mr  Clark's  since  1941,  said  the  de- 
velopment at  50M)  Poplar  has  been 
his  dream  und  "he  doesn't  let  red 
tape  get  in  his  way." 

She  said  it  is  not  unusual  for  his 
day  to  begin  at  6  a.m.  and  end  at 
midnight. 

"YOU'VE  GOT  to  work  hard." 
Mr.  Clark  says  "I  came  in  at  8 
today  and  feel  a  little  guilty  about 
it." 

Mr.  Clark.  61,  started  as  a  de- 
veloper In   1925. 

"My  father  (the  late  Dr  John  C. 
Clark)  owned  land  on  Mitchell 
Road  und  he  InterenteC  me  in 
going  down  and  developing  It.  I 
like  K  and  I've  been  doing  It  ever 
since." 

I  ater,  he  was  a  partner  in  the 
development  of  land  In  Volllntlne- 
Mcl.ean  urea. 

"We  had  three  or  four  lots  on 
North  Barksdale.  We  were  iust 
coming  out  of  the  depression  then 
It  was  1933  or  1934  We  built  some 
model  homes  ami  did  a  lot  of  ud- 
vertlsing. 

"People   who   cam-   to   look    suld 

it  if  the  houses  Ii  i  I  hi'i-n  u round 


Thuy  prodit  lad  William  B.  <  Inrli  would  lu-,o  his  shirl 
on  llio  Wtulo  Station  lower,  bul  now  ovon  tlio 
Kociiok  l)«ar  on  (ho  22nd  floor  is  smiling. 


Since  then  there  have  been 
iiuiny  others,  Including  llelle 
Moudo,  The  VlllnKe,  Urookhaven, 
Woodale  subdivision  of  Parkway 
Village,  liKiMiwuy  Gardens  Mini 
llllldale 

"I've  always  bought  pro|M*rty 
with  u  definite  purpose  In  mind  — 
never  entirely  gn  speculation,"  he 
said.     . 

S  o  in  e  lime  s,  however,  plans 
change.  In  1939.  he  paid  $100,000 
for  125  acres  at  Poplar  and  Per- 
kins I  xU'iali'd,  for  a  housing  de- 
velopment, 1  leven  years  later,  he 
sold  it  for  a  million  dollars  to  be 
used  for  the  Scars,  Roehurk  and 
Co.  development.  "Yes,  you  might 
say  that  was  a  nice  profit,"  he 
said 

lie's  found  (hat  works  In  reverse, 
too.  Twenty  one  years  ago,  lie  paid 
$15,000  and  built  homes  on  the  land 
the  new  tower  will  he  on. 

"Now  I'm  huyinq  It  hark  for 
about  1.3  million  dollars." 

Ill:  SAID  I1USINI  SS  has-  been 
gtsMl  ever  since  be  stalled  devel- 
oping In  I ''.n.st  Memphis.  "Growth 
feeds  on  itself.  1  think  l|  will  build 
up  all  the  way  to  Collleisvllle,  and 


Memphis  wl 
iai  is  Melroii 


if  wlial  Is  Meli'ii|MilHan  Memphis 

The  view  fiom  Mr  (.'lark's  office 
windows  eneompnssoN  all  of  Ka.it 
Memphis  am  his  dreams 

'T  M    nnui,     ,.f    lbi«;    lui'ildi'V  "    he 


Mr.  (lark  (Hnh4),  hU  son,  William  »•  (  btrk  Jr., 
and  office  manager  Mlts  Itazel  lllanton  inspect 
pnigiest  on  the  revolving  restaurant  atop  the 
tower.  The  restaurant  Is  o*|H»cie<l  to  open  nait 
month. 
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